Shiso

asian culture in san luis obispo

shiso
ggaetnip

perilla

zǐsū

tía tô

This plant can be found in almost every East
Asian and Southeast Asian cuisine. Incredibly
hardy and versatile, it can be used in anything
from pizza and meat marinade to soda flavoring. It flourishes away from its natural environment, specifically in the climate of the Central
Coast of California. However, it is often classified as a non-native weed in North America.
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the MYSTERY of
ASIAN
HISTORY

in SLO
As community members
and visitors of San Luis
Obispo walk the streets
of downtown, Palm Street
stands out without many
noticing. If you look
closely, you’ll notice the
markedly Asian architecture, a couple of murals,
and a tea garden that
these couple blocks use
to pay homage to the
Chinese immigrants that
built this town when it
stood as not much more
than a stop on the Pacific
Railroad. Cal Poly Professor Alice Loh wrote in an
online history of SLO’s
4
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Chinatown that, “because
of the joining of the two
railroads in this county,
San Luis Obispo, by 1870,
had obtained the biggest
settlement of Chinese
community in California”. Chinese immigrants
played a pivotal role in the
development of San Luis
Obispo, but as anti-Chinese sentiment and antiAsian hate crimes ran
rampant in SLO county
(like the rest of the US)
in the late 1870s, Asian
culture began to fade into
the darkness, and historical buildings became

nothing more than parking
lots and garages.
SLO’s Chinatown was
intended to be a cultural
center for the Chinese
community, but as people
continued to develop and
overlook the cultural
importance of this area,
all that remains are the
historic Ah Louis building,
the Palm Theater, and the
Mee Heng Low Noodle
House.
On Wong, or more formally
known as Ah Louis, was
the founder of the historic

SLO Chinatown. At the age of 21, he
immigrated from a small town in China,
bringing with him hundreds of workers
to open a merchandising business on
Palm Street. His laborers not only built
the foundation for many businesses we
see today, but they also assisted in the
building of many wharves and railroad
tracks, which allowed for accessible
interstate travel. In 1871, Ah opened a
small East Asian mercantile (the first in
the entire county of San Luis Obispo)
and this building still lies on the corner
of Chorro and Palm street. But it is not
only his years of effort building this city
that we remember, it is his willingness
to give everything to help others, even
when the community was against him.
During the late 1870’s and 1880’s, AntiAsian hate crimes were at a high, with

economic depressions leading to rapid
scapegoating of the Chinese. In November of 1885, the Anti-Chinese Club was
formed, and the members of this club
adopted the slogan “The Chinese must
go!” from Dennis Kearny (an American
labor contractor known for his blatant
racism against Asian immigrants). Mobs
and riots threatened the Asian American
population and many were forced to
vacate the county. Some advocates
of anti-Chinese legislation argued that
admitting Chinese into the US lowered
the cultural and moral standards of
American society. Others used a more
overtly racist argument for limiting immigration from East Asia, and expressed
concern about the integrity of American racial composition. Yet despite
racial tensions and violence among his
community increasing, Ah Louis remained
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warmhearted and gracious, as he repeatedly
hosted dinners and gatherings for locals in
need. He was more interested in providing for
others rather than taking power for himself,
as the community was attempting to take any
power he had away. His legacy lives on as a
symbol of the Chinese American population in
SLO and his efforts to create a cultural hub of
understanding and acceptance for thousands
of members of his community.
SLO’s Chinatown is now only 1.2 percent of
what it used to be. The Ah Louis store stands
alone as a real estate office and a general
party store, with little recognition of what it
should represent to Asian Americans. The
Palm Street parking garage occupies a large
portion of the space where Chinatown used
to exist. With SLO’s history of Asian oppression, it is telling that there are only three
buildings left (none of which are owned by
the original families) with the average SLO
resident oblivious to the fact that this area
is meant to hold cultural importance to an
entire community. As more Asian-owned
businesses open in the area, the more we
see how little there were to begin with. The
erasure of Asian culture in San Luis Obispo
persists even today, as small dedications
remain in a significant region of SLO that
once honored culture and history but has
been completely demolished to ensure
people have enough parking. These dedications, while nice in passing, seem performative and ingenuine when you look deeper
at what has happened to Asian people in
this town. One plaque hidden next to the
parking structure pays homage to what was
once Chinatown, but it goes fully unnoticed,
like Asian culture in SLO always has.
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a market for a
new generation:
a conversation with the Gaus

The sound of country music wafts lazily from
speakers hidden within a maze of fluorescent
hanging lights. Brightly colored logos grin from
shelves in every direction, not one outshined by
the smile on the face of Fani Gau, who greets
every customer with a bright hello when they
enter. Eternally positive, this woman and her
husband have run the only Asian market in SLO
for four years, after taking over the family
business from Peter’s parents. We spoke
with them on Mother’s Day as their two
children played among the boxes that
hold their regular Sunday restock
of products. The young parents
felt like old friends to us as we
shared second-gen sentiments and restaurant
recommendations
between our interview questions.
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“I want it to
be just like
how Dad had it,
but better.”
-Fani Gau

To escape the Communist takeover of Pol Pot
and the Khmer Rouge,
Peter’s parents hiked
200 miles from
Cambodia to Thailand, only traveling
at nighttime. They
lost a daughter and
often had no food to
eat, doing everything
in their power to avoid
being sent to labor camps
or killed. They were sponsored by a church to make
the journey to America,
and Peter was born in Michigan. His father worked in a
factory and his mother
cleaned houses. But

Mr. Gau had a dream: to
open a donut store. The
Asian and specifically
Cambodian community that they found in
Morro Bay was connected
to donut businesses,
which made for an easy
transition for the Gaus.
“What Cambodian people
went through bonds us,”
Peter reflected. When
the county bought their
building, they transitioned
to running the general
Asian market that we
see today. It paid for the
family’s house and college
educations at Berkeley
and UCSB for their two

children. The cultural
community they found
rallied around them and
their business. “Friends
from the donut store
helped move them into
the market,” Peter said. To
this day he still has older
Asian people come into
the store and recognize
him as an adult.
Mr. and Mrs. Gau never
closed the store. It was
open every day from 9-6,
even if only one customer
came through the doors.
They took so much pride
in their store and being
able to provide food to

the community they
had joined. The more
Fani learned about
the history of the
family she married
into, the more she
yearned to make her
new parents proud.
Like many Asian
families, they don’t
speak too much about
the extremely difficult
things they faced
getting to where they
are today. Stories of
their struggle come
to light at unexpected
times, like while she
cooks alongside Mrs.
G a u . Fa n i f i n d s
herself floored
by everything they
sacrificed for their
family, and there
are even stories
that even her
husband didn’t
know. Fani began
to tear up as she told us that
her son’s middle name is Peter’s
father’s name, to honor him for
everything he gave up to give
her family the life that they have
now. She emphasized that it was
not her and her husband who
made the store what it is today.
They are simply building upon
an authentic, steadfast legacy.
These are big shoes to fill.
“I ask myself, ‘Would Dad do
this? Will Dad like this?’ when
I make decisions about the
store,” she laughed.

10

shiso zine

The challenge the young Gau’s
face as the new generation’s
owners is modernizing the store’s
reach while keeping true to the
foundation their parents built.
They have successfully diversified the loyal customer base
provided by Mr. and Mrs. Gau’s
network of friends through
social media and cultural events
that connect them to a younger
demographic of families and
students in the area. They carry
fun, trendy snacks and drinks
that their parents may have
overlooked in favor of traditional
ingredients. The weight of being
the only Asian market in SLO,
however, is not lost on them.
“I definitely feel a responsibility
to the community,” Fani said.
Peter tells us he is happy to
see a change in his kids’ mentality toward their ethnicity, in
contrast to how he felt growing
up in the Central Coast. “I used
to wear blue contacts to try and
look like my white friends,” he
reflected. “I didn’t want them to
know what I was eating at home
or make fun of me.”
Fani and Peter have instilled in
her children to value the store
because it represents their
family history, and they hope
that one day one of them will
want to take over the store and
continue the family legacy. They
have watched other businesses
in downtown SLO lose the original family ownership. “The Mee
Heng Low noodle house was
sold to a different family, and

12

shiso zine

that makes me a bit sad,” Fani said. She stresses that she never
wants them to feel like they are obligated to run the store, but
they have already shown interest in doing so. Her young son
surprises her by moving boxes alongside his parents without
being asked, and her daughter invites all her classmates to
their Chinese New Year celebrations. “That’s when all of this
matters,” Fani stressed. “When she can show her friends the
beauty of her culture.”
The Gaus tell us that the community is what brought them
through the pandemic. Loyal customers would come in to
buy one thing once a day to support them. They felt incredibly
blessed to have a dual income because of Peter’s other job, but
like many small business owners, they worried about the fate of
their store. “We had points where we thought, ‘Is this it? Are we
going to make it?’” Peter said. Fani also reflected on the antiAsian racism that the family faced during that time. She
is Latina, but when she works in the store, many assume
that she is of Asian descent. “One customer asked me,
‘Why don’t your parents go back to China? I was in
shock,” she said. “I had never experienced something
like that before.” While dealing with the public on a
daily basis means less-than-savory interactions,
the good outweighs the bad, her husband chimed
in. They felt an extreme outpouring of support
after a robbery last June. The people they meet
keep them going through the hardest days,
A family that once struggled to eat running a flourishing market of food is the truest embodiment
of the “American dream”. there could be The
Gaus constantly do everything in their power to
provide for the people they serve, often at the
expense of their personal time. This interview
is no exception. We leave the store with our
hands full of goodies the couple refuses to
let us say no to. For us college students
living in a sort of cultural valley, this family
maintains a powerful feeling of home.
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do we belong anywhere if not here?

Although hard to explain, many of us
probably feel good using this word
because it did not originate as a derogatory term. It’s not a reference to our
“breed” or “half-blood”, it’s a term of
distinction and recognition that spread
to the mainland because, frankly, no
one here cared enough to create one. In
Hawaii we are met with an acceptance
and understanding that we don’t usually
feel, even here in California. It’s hard
to figure out where your racial identity
and privilege lies as any mixed-race
person, and being hapa is no different.
In the grand scheme of privilege, we
sit near the top, with our proximity to
whiteness meaning that we could pass
easier for the “top of the food chain,” so
to speak, than our full-Asian relatives.
But there is a struggle in the fact that
we also understand the complexities of
the Asian experience in America, even if
we don’t look necessarily look or seem
like someone who would.
Fully by chance, we ended up with a
friend group composed disproportionately of hapa, wasian (specifically white/
asian) people. We laugh about it and
how unintentional it was, though we
have gotten questions about whether we
purposely sought one another out. That
being said, we didn’t fully feel like we
belonged in overwhelmingly white greek
life systems or Asian cultural groups,
which may have been why we ended up
in the circles of people who were not
involved in either. Though the people
who belong to both groups would never
overtly reject us for our ethnicity, (and
there are definitely people of other races
and mixed identities who participate in
16
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both) there’s always a nagging feeling of
not belonging to either group. We refer
to it as the “Starbucks/boba complex”:
The biracial kid feels equally out of place
at the table of white kids chatting over
Starbucks drinks as they do with Asian
friends at the boba shop. The sickeningly
sweet desire to assimilate with a knowledge that you will never fully belong will
clog your frappucino straw, and chewy
doses of impostor syndrome replace it if
you choose to order a jasmine milk tea.
Mixed-white people are subject to
particularly interesting forms of ostracisation from both sides. Colorism and
resentment created by white privilege
in this country leads to the judgment
of “lightskin” individuals in the Black
community by their darker-skinned
18
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counterparts, which is mirrored by the
Asian community in many ways. There
are overwhelming amounts of nuanced
struggles that come with having a darker
complexion in this country, so it is
perfectly understandable that someone
with a status of part Caucasian within
the community angers those who do
not benefit from it. But it doesn’t feel
good to experience. And we can’t count
how many times we have felt not Asian
enough, not cultured enough, the feelings of any Americanized second- or
third-gen person magnified by the fact
that we aren’t even wholly in the group.
And from the other side, the fetishization of “foreign, yet familiar” mixed-white
people adds to this effect. Hypersexualization and objectification are common

when it comes to the attitude with which
our racial identity is treated. Any mixed
person dating app nowadays is sure to
receive some comments that are phrased
as if one is at a dog show identifying the
breeds within a mutt.
At our worst, we feel like we don’t fit in
anywhere. At our best, we realize that we
are more than a sum of our parts. But
those of us who are mixed-white specifically (especially those who may be partly
Black) feel the tensions of the oppressor
and oppressed within us and the way we
are perceived with every small glance or
comment in both groups. But a beautiful
opposition to this begs the question: do
we belong anywhere if not here? We
are the physical embodiment of the
often uncomfortable cultural clash that

comes from American immigration. We
know better than most that no accurate
judgements can be made of a person
based on what bubble they fill in on a
census form. (We can’t choose just one,
Census Bereau. That’s kind of the whole
point). We understand the beauty that
can come from the appreciation and
merging of cultures. We do not allow
people to reduce us to half of anything.
We are more than the sum of our parts.
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AAPI SLO
an interview
with KAELA LEE

An image from April 1st, 2021 shows a mask-clad
Kaela Lee holding a megaphone emblazoned with
hand-drawn peace signs and social justice slogans.
But it’s not amplifying her own voice. The megaphone’s mic is in the hand of a young girl as they
march the streets of downtown San Luis Obispo
together in a peaceful protest against Asian hate.
It’s a powerful image, and a perfect visual metaphor for what Lee and her cofounder Mia Shin
intend to do with their organization AAPI SLO. We
attended an amazing cultural festival the group
organized and spoke with Lee about that fateful
rally and everything that has happened with AAPI
SLO since.

cal poly lion dance team
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How did AAPI SLO come to be?
What needs were you seeing in
the community before its existence?
Black Lives Matter was having a lot of
historic moments in 2020 following George Floyd’s
murder, which opened up a conversation about racism as a
whole, and AAPI hate matters were publicized on social media in a
way that they had never been before. I had a lot of friends in BLM and
activism groups in the Central Coast, so they encouraged me to become a
youth leader and create an event, which led to the rally. There was an amazing
turnout and energy from people in the community who had been wanting something
like this to unify them and express their frustrations. Afterwards, people were
asking us what was next. We didn’t want this to be a one time thing that everyone
posted about online and then forgot about. That’s when Mia [Shin] and I started
to form this organization.

What are the goals of the organization?
We wanted to bring together the Asian American community on the Central Coast. While
there is a large Asian American presence here,
there’s no sense of community. We wanted
to make AAPI students feel welcome and
seen here. We also wanted to point out that
our community is not necessarily always
one of privilege. The model minority
myth makes it seem that we’ve fully
assimilated and leads to a lack of
representation of our statistics in
minority research and studies.
We deal with stereotypes
and prejudice as well and
suffer from the struggles
of being people of color in
America too. Our last goal
was to bring Asian culture
to light in this area. There
is an overwhelmingly white
presence here and we wanted
to express real authentic joy in
our culture and community.
22
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“We didn’t want this to be a
one-time thing that everyone
posted about online and then
forgot about.”
What are your wishes for the future of AAPI SLO?
The future of Asian culture in SLO in general?
I left the campus feeling really inspired and
hopeful because of the rallies and the progress I saw before I left. We’ve been reached
out to by professors, alumni, high school
students in the area even, saying that they
want to put their energy into building this
organization and movement. We ran into
some issues with elders and other generations of the Asian community who have had
a mentality of mind your own business and
succeed on your own, but we know at this
point that that’s more of a weakness.
That’s been a challenge to address. I
want to see more awareness and education and
for people to come
together. Fast news
is a total benefit
of the internet for
our generation.

cofounders kaela lee
and mia shin
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Do you have any advice for Asian
newcomers to the area or students
at Cal Poly?
As a freshman, you don’t have a
car to get yourself to surrounding towns, but even if you did
the nearest cultural food is over
an hour away in some cases.
It’s important to find things that
remind you of home. Shameless
plug: Follow AAPI SLO on social
media. I know the groups can feel
really niche and even more isolating if you don’t fit in right away, but
now these news outlets exist and
you can find things that remind
you of home and give you comfort.
That’s really necessary when you
first move out. We’ve been working
on putting on events with dance
and food and music that can
provide opportunities for people
to meet each other and celebrate
themselves.

cal poly’s hawaiian dance club
performs a traditional hula

Le tter from the editors

Thank you so much for reading our zine! We truly put so
much of ourselves into these
pages, and we hope that our
time and effort comes through
even to those who may not
know us well. If that’s the
case, we’ll introduce ourselves now.
The two of us are Graphic
Communication majors who
met in class as freshmen and
are now graduating as roommates and best friends. Our
shared heritage and love for
design led to a deep creative
partnership. We have collaborated on pretty much
every project we’ve done
over the four years and
have managed to not get
tired of each other yet.
As we prepare to graduate and leave San Luis
Obispo, our love for
this town and the central coast as a whole has
been at the forefront of our
minds. It’s a very special
place with a sunny disposition and we truly feel such a
sense of belonging and home
in the area.

we saw protests against students dressing in blackface at
a fraternity party. There has
always been a somber understanding of racism and hate
in the area that casts a dark
cloud over our pride for this
place and its people.
The more research we did into
the topic, the more we realized
how little people acknowledge
the fact that Asian immigrants
quite literally built this town
from nothing. We have been
here since the foundation of
this place. We belong here.

In creating this zine, we hope
that one day it will be completely unnecessary. We want
this narrative to be told and
for this information to be common knowledge. While shedding light on the complicated
and often unspoken history
of Asian culture in SLO was
our primary objective, the lost
feeling we had as incoming
students stays on our minds.
We didn’t discover these resources in the community until
late in our college careers, so
creating something that could
direct an incoming student
or individual to a
piece of home was
also very important to us. If you
feel a bit out of
place here, know
that you are not
alone. You are seen.

Mia Candy and
Natalie Rockhold

Yet our love for this place
(like most love) is not perfect.
The very first days we came
here for summer orientation
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